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OPENING REMARKS AT THE THIRD
NATIONAL CONFERENCE OF THE
ASSOCIATION OF THE RELIGIOUSLY
AFFILIATED LAW SCHOOLS
HONORABLE JOSEPH W. BELLACOSA*
My first assignment as Dean-In-Waiting could not be more
congenial. I am here to welcome everyone and convey a sense of
our warm, collegial hospitality. Please consider yourselves
welcomed and accept the St. John's Community as your ready-toassist host. I thank all those associated with planning and
executing this Conference Program, especially my colleague,
Professor David Gregory, and Dean-In-Place, Vincent Alexander.
Twenty-five years in varying capacities at the State's
highest court, the last 14 years as a Judge of the New York State
Court of Appeals, have prepared me reasonably well, I think, for
life and my next career tasks, especially those in connection with
this newest set of challenges at St. John's. We, just as the other
leaders and ministers of the law and legal education at
Religiously Affiliated Law Schools, strive for some common goals
and even counter-cultural values as we cheerfully face up to
opportunities to teach and do good works.
We realistically recognize daunting issues and challenges, in
this modernistic, materialistic age. We will hear from our
distinguished panelists and presenters on some of these
difficulties. Monsignor Otto Garcia, the Chancellor and Vicar
General of the Brooklyn Diocese, and a member of the St. John's
University Board of Trustees, uses the refrain that "challenges"
are merely disguised charisms and "opportunities." I agree and
try to be a person of hope and optimism-virtues and qualities
worthy of our vocation, and special niche in the nation, in legal
education, and in this great and learned profession of service.

* Senior Associate Judge, New York State Court of Appeals. On August 1, 2000,
Judge Bellacosa assumed the position of Dean at St. John's University
School of Law after retiring from the court.
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We lead first by example and then by the expression and fidelity
to our virtues, values, and beliefs. We are diverse, but we share
a commonality of overarching affiliation.
I have spoken recently on one challenge and grace-the Holy
Father's Apostolic Constitution, Ex Corde Ecclesiae.1 It is an
evocation rich in opportunities, with extraordinary vision and
suppleness. It is my expectation that continued and constructive
dialogue will assist Catholic institutions of higher education in
their efforts to govern themselves responsibly and faithfully, and
to educate and prepare students to live and work in an
individualistically driven secular society of the American
culture, while simultaneously adhering to and appreciating their
Faith-based spiritual values and identity.
Frankly, each of us must maintain that essentiality of who
we are, or risk losing our spiritual identity and nucleus. This
unique role and duty of Catholic universities, along with the
most recent efforts by the Catholic Bishops of the United States
and the Vatican to reach a "modus vivendi" on the
implementation of the values reflected in Ex Corde Ecclesiae,
present a crossroads-type challenge. I embrace this opportunity
for myself and the Catholic Law School in which I will now work.
This is not a repudiation of academic freedom or the relative
autonomy of the schools. It is an affirmation of those important
facets, along with other equally important ones. They can live
and thrive together.
A question posed by educator Father William McConville,
O.F.M., the former President of Siena College, in the context of a
liberal arts college in the Franciscan tradition, is relevant to the
role of a law school. Can a Catholic institution of higher
education assist its students in the cultivation of an angle of
vision that moves beyond self-interest to the public common
good? I think it can and must. I also believe, in this context,
that Ex Corde Ecclesiae is designed to bring about that
concordance and consilience of joint venture, among other goals.
United States Ninth Circuit Court Judge John T. Noonan's
I Ex Corde Ecclesiae is Pope John Paull I's 1990 Apostolic Constitution on
Catholic higher education. See Pope John Paul II, Apostolic Constitution on Catholic
Universities: Ex Corde Ecclesiae (Aug. 15, 1990), in CATHOLIC UNIVERSITIES IN
CHURCH AND SOCIETY: A DIALOGUE ON Ex CORDE ECCLESIAE 229 (John P. Langan
ed., 1993).

20001

OPENING REMARKS

575

article, entitled The Heart of a Catholic Law School,2 describes
the business of humanity as kindness, and the heart of a
Catholic law school as a place to produce kind lawyers. He noted
that "[i]f a law school does not prepare its students to serve [the
poor or disadvantaged] with kindness, it does not deserve to be
called a Catholic law school." 3 Dorothy Day's 4 philosophy
proclaimed the poor and needy as God's true ambassadors,
worthy of respect and gratitude for the opportunity of helping
them; assistance should not be done as a matter of gratuitous
handouts or pity. Noonan and Day, thus, teach a kind of simple,
yet strong tenet that emphasizes the unique role that Catholic
and other religiously affiliated law schools can provide in
countering a materialistic preference in a secular age where
personal profit and exorbitant accumulation of wealth are
exalted over civic culture or transcendent, immutable morality.
The truth and power of that tenet are worth holding on to and
even fighting hard for.
With this background, it is especially suitable that we
assemble here today to discuss the mission of religiously
affiliated law schools and their relationship to the universe
beyond themselves, but of which they are a part of, and the
"opportunities" currently faced in such a complicated cosmos.
We offer one another a mutuality of support and our distinctive
perspectives on how we can continue the pilgrimages of our
respective faiths in an ecumenical spirit of tolerance and
understanding, underscored by our abiding faith in our core
beliefs. We value the vitality of and distinctiveness of our
I look forward to
educational and professional services.
journeying together on the long road that leads to wisdom,
kindness, and fairness in our civilized society and in our work as
legal educators. May we debate issues robustly, speak words
civilly, serve others well, teach intelligently, ethically and
morally, and love one another resolutely.

23 U. DAYTON L. REV. 7 (1997).
at 14.
4 Dorothy Day was the founder of the Catholic Worker Movement.
See Jim Forest, A Biography of Dorothy Day (visited Jan. 1, 2001)
<http'J/vww.catholicworker.org/dorothyday/ddbiographytext.cfin?Number=72.>.
2

3 Id.
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